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In the Jan. 29 issue of The Nation, columnist Alexander Cockburn cites Panamanian sociology
professor Roberto Arosemena as saying that a total of 2,000 Panamanian dead resulting from the
US invasion was probable. He added that this estimate does not include people buried secretly by
family members, or deaths in provinces outside Panama City. [Arosemena is known in Panama
for 15 years of nonviolent resistance to military rule. His most recent book, Testigo de Libertad,
details his experiences in the prison on the island of Coiba where former Gen. Manuel Antonio
Noriega put him in October 1987. In November 1989, Arosemena was arrested again, held for
10 days and tortured.] Arosemena said he had traveled around the capital and observed many
people who were panic-stricken, unwilling to notify officials about family members who had
disappeared for fear of being labeled Noriega supporters. In fact, the US government had asserted
that a true civilian casualty count was complicated because many of the dead civilians were in
reality "thugs" pertaining to Noriega's Dignity Battalions. Next, Cockburn cites Oscar Bolioli of the
National Council of Churches as saying that from conversations with church groups in Panama he
believed 2,000 was a conservative figure and had heard much higher estimates. Arosemena also
spoke of inhumane treatment at the hands of US occupation forces, and persecution by the USinstalled regime. US troops, he said, conducted rigorous searches, usually destroying property
and acting without regard for children and the elderly. Arosemena said about 1,200 people were
detained in camps inside the US military compound. He spoke to one man who had been held,
a civilian former government worker, who told him that detainees were bound hand and foot,
eyes blindfolded and mouths bandaged. They were loaded into trucks and when they reached
the installation they were thrown out, some suffering injuries. They were then interrogated by
US military personnel. Cockburn cites a story published Jan. 1 in The Boston Globe by Diego
Ribadeneira, titled, "Resentment of US spreads in Panama City." Ribadeneira describes the arrest
by US troops of two telecommunications union leaders: "They were suspected of possessing
arms but none were found. They were arrested anyway, because, according to US diplomats, they
were on a list of several hundred people whom the...government [of President Guillermo Endara]
seeks to detain. As for why the people on the list most political activists and labor leaders were
wanted, a senior official in the US Embassy said, `We weren't given any details, just that the Endara
government wanted us to get them. They're bad guys of some sort, I guess.'"

-- End --
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